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ABSTRACT 
 
Mary Piepmeier: The Appeal Of Lemons: Appearance And Meaning In Mid Seventeenth-
Century Dutch Paintings  
(Under the direction of Tatiana String) 
In the seventeenth century, Dutch artists produced over a quarter-million paintings that 
reflected a thriving global market and socio-cultural responses to prosperity. Although markets 
overflowed with new commodities depicted in paintings, the lemon held a prominent place. 
Despite increasing art historical interest in the specific elements of Dutch paintings, the lemon 
has received little scholarly attention. This thesis explores the prevalence of lemons in 
seventeenth-century still life and genre paintings and argues that their recurrent presence 
indicates the multivalent significance of lemons for both viewer and artist through three levels of 
meaning. The representations of lemons describe their numerous functions: they represent 
market and culinary practices, they are objects that convey interest in Greek mythology and 
Protestant moral values, and they reflect interest in vision and perception. “Reading” lemons in 
specific visual contexts through the lens of contemporary treatises offers viewers insight into 
how the Dutch saw and made meaning. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
A freshly peeled lemon occupies a still place at the edge of a disorderly scene (Figure 1) 
painted by Jan Steen in 1663. The children on the opposite side of the room smoke and pilfer 
while the adults are sleeping or carousing unaware. Food and dishes are strewn around the floor 
and animals run amok in the chaotic setting. The startling visual elements combined with the 
inscribed proverb “In luxury, beware” on the slate in the foreground suggests that this painting is 
heavily laden with symbols and messages for the viewer to decipher. These components of the 
image represent a pictorial connection to common Dutch proverbs and visually portrayed 
themes.1 The seemingly quiet lemon, in contrast to the surrounding chaos, gives pause. What is 
this lemon doing here? By the time Jan Steen painted In Luxury, Beware, the lemon had become 
a ubiquitous visual component in Dutch paintings. In the seventeenth century, Dutch artists 
produced more than a quarter-million still life and genre paintings, over half of which portrayed 
lemons.2 In Luxury, Beware will operate as a lens through which to study other lemons in Dutch 
																																																								
1Chapman observes that Jan Steen’s works “like the pictorial traditions on which they draw, tend to rely on 
proverbs, allegories, personifications, symbols, and short inscriptions.” H. Perry Chapman, “Jan Steen, Player in His 
Own Paintings,” in Jan Steen: Painter and Storyteller, ed. Guido M. C. Jansen,  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1996), 168; De Vries notes that Steen’s paintings have a narrative quality. Lyckle De Vries, “Steen’s Artistic 
Evolution in the Context of Dutch Painting” in Jan Steen: Painter and Storyteller, ed. Guido M. C. Jansen, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), 70; Westermann lists the numerous connections to pictorial devices and 
proverbs. Mariët Westermann, A Worldly Art: The Dutch Republic 1585-1718, (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 
Incorporated, 1996), 14. 
 
2Brian Wansink, Anupama Mukund, and Andrew Weislogel, “Food Art Does Not Reflect Reality: A Quantitative 
Content Analysis of Meals in Popular Paintings,” SAGE Open, (2016): 1-10. This article provides the most current 
look at the number of Dutch paintings containing lemons. Their analysis reinforces the high rate of occurrence of 
painted lemons in Dutch works from 1500-1650. Lemons are depicted in fifty-one percent of their sample of 
Netherlandish paintings, which is a notable sum as only thirty percent of German paintings, and sixteen percent of 
Italian works sampled contained the fruit. From 1500 to 2000 lemons were found in just over thirty percent of works 
and were the most depicted fruit over the course of five hundred years. They assert that the portrayed foods are 
aspirational rather than representative of actual meals or food consumed. 
	 2	
seventeenth-century paintings because the pictorial devices in Steen’s painting encouraged the 
contemporary viewer to extrapolate meaning from its composition and because the modern 
viewer can evaluate its lemon in the broader historical context relative to its precursors. This 
thesis will examine the role of the lemon in Dutch visual culture as a pictorial device in art and 
as a mechanism for Dutch artists in the seventeenth century to capture methods of vision on a flat 
surface. 
The lemon, painted whole or cut in half, captured a prominent position as one of the 
featured elements on the tables in Dutch still lifes around 1610 and the peeled lemon motif 
frequently seen in Dutch painting appeared in the following decade.3 The formidable painted 
body of ostensibly common lemons creates a compelling visual discourse about Dutch Golden 
Age culture and yet, it has garnered little scholarly research. It is often suggested that Dutch still 
life paintings celebrate the abundance resulting from their country’s shipping prowess but that 
the exuberance depicted also conveyed the social unease with such a preponderance of wealth.4 
Genre scenes produced in Haarlem and Amsterdam in the first decade of the 1600s were among 
the first to portray these issues in a manner comparable to still lifes.5 Jan Steen’s dissolute 
household from nearly a half a century later critiques the ideals of domestic conduct but like 
these early genre scenes it also gazes at the consequences of wealth generated by trade. The 
wider representation of lemons can reasonably be interpreted in this context. In addition, the 
																																																								
3Mariët Westermann, “The Lemon’s Lure,” Public lecture in Yale University Art Gallery series “The Dutch Abroad 
and What They Brought Back,” 1 hour 8 minutes, April 21, 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=59KlVo_L8zA. Last year she presented this talk on the peeled lemon motif.  
This unpublished work is currently in progress.  
 
4Simon Schama, The Embarrassment of Riches: An Interpretation of Cutch Culture in the Golden Age, (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1988), 297, 304; Westermann 1996, 14; Julie Hochstrasser, “Feasting the Eye: 
Painting and Reality in the Seventeenth-century ‘Bancketje,’” in Still-Life Paintings from the Netherlands 1550-
1720, ed. Alan Chong and Wouter Kloek, (Zwolle: Waanders Publishers, 1999), 78. 
 
5Westermann 1996, 119. 
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lemons in Dutch paintings are a visual declaration of the triumph over Spain in 1609 to freely 
trade with the Mediterranean and procure the subtropical fruit. As this paper will establish, the 
meanings of lemons in Dutch paintings are multivalent. 
To fully address the possibilities for interpreting the lemon in Jan Steen’s painting it 
should be noted that we have contemporary voices that allow us to enter into the strategies for 
“reading” pictorial symbols. At this time, Amsterdam was the center of European book 
publishing and texts were printed in over twenty languages on a wide range of topics.6 Among 
the extensive assortment of books printed in Amsterdam were treatises on painting and medicine, 
emblem books, and cookbooks that detail various uses of lemons.7 These sources chronicled 
seventeenth-century perspectives of the particular elements that are often found in Dutch still life 
and genre paintings. This does not suggest that Dutch paintings visually depicted the texts but 
instead demonstrates that both art and literature functioned as sources that recorded or reflected 
common practice 
The intersection of contemporary treatises on painting provides a foundation on which to 
begin our reading of lemons. This thesis will adopt the theoretical model employed in the early 
seventeenth century by Karel van Mander (1548-1606), and mid- to later-century concepts of 
vision and representation by Philips Angel (c. 1618-after 1664) and Samuel van Hoogstraten 																																																								
6Donna Barnes, “Dutch Paintings in the Seventeenth Century,” in Matters of Taste: Food and Drink in Seventeenth-
Century Art and Life, ed. Donna Barnes and Peter Rose, (New York: Syracuse University Press, 2002), 10. 
 
7See for example, Peter Rose, The Sensible Cook: Dutch Foodways in the Old and the New World, (New York: 
Syracuse University Press, 1989), 63; Peter Rose, “Dutch Foodways: An American Connection,” in Matters of 
Taste: Food and Drink in Seventeenth-Century Art and Life, ed. Donna Barnes and Peter Rose, (New York: 
Syracuse University Press, 2002), 84; Athenaeus, The Deipnosophists; or, Banquet of the learned, of Athenaeus, 
trans. Charles Duke Yonge, (London: H.G. Bohn, 1854), 141; Andrea Alciati, A Book of Emblems: The 
Emblematum Liber in Latin and English, ed. and trans. John Moffitt, (London: McFarland & Company, Inc., 
Publishers, 2004), 5; Elisabeth Klecker, and Sonja Schreiner, “How to Gild Emblems. From Mathias Holtzwart’s 
Emblem Tyronica to Nicolaus Reusner’s Aureola Emblemata,” in Mundus Emblematicus: Studies in Neo-Latin 
Emblem Books. ed. Karl Enenkel and Arnoud Visser. (Belgium: Brepols Publishers, 2003), 132 ; Jacques Ferrand, A 
Treatise on Lovesickness, trans. and ed. Donald Beecher and Massimo Ciavolella, (New York: Syracuse University 
Press, 1990), 360; Mathias Holtzwart, Emblematum Tyrocinia, (Germany: Reclam Stuttgart, 1968), 138-139. 
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(1627-1678) for the interpretation of the Dutch depictions of lemons.8 Van Mander came to 
Haarlem from Antwerp in the late sixteenth century and was a known artist, founder of the first 
Dutch academy, theoretician, and biographer of Netherlandish painters.9 His 1604 Schilder-Boek 
(Book on Painting), produced in Haarlem within a literary-humanistic circle, was the best-known 
and most influential treatise on painting in Dutch at the time.10 In addition to artist biographies 
and histories of art, Van Mander established a three-part interpretative strategy for “reading” the 
symbolic nature of objects in contemporary paintings. In his theoretical strategy, Van Mander 
suggested that pictorial symbols could be illustrated and interpreted at three levels: 1) An 
historical explanation 2) A natural history 3) A didactic moral explanation.11 His text reached an 
audience that included, “painters, lovers of art and poets, also all ranks of people.”12 Therefore, 
contemporary viewers and artists alike were familiar with the practice of understanding 
numerous readings from images. This thesis adopts parts of Van Mander’s and two other 																																																								
8Karel van Mander, Uutleggingh op den Metamorphosis Pub Ovidjj Nasonis fol. III and IV as cited in Liana 
Cheney, “The Oyster in Dutch Genre Paintings: Moral or Erotic Symbolism,” Artibus et Historiae 8, 15 (1987): 156; 
and Jan Bedaux, “Fruit and Fertility: Fruit Symbolism in Netherlandish Portraiture of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries,” Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly for the History of Art, Vol. 17, No. 2/3 (1987): 167; Philips Angel’s 
work is discussed at length in Eric Sluijter, “Didactic and Disguised Meanings? Several Seventeenth-Century Texts 
on Painting and the Iconological Approach to Northern Dutch Paintings of This Period,” in Art in history/History in 
art: Studies in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Culture, ed. David Freedberg and Jan de Vries, (Santa Monica: The Getty 
Center for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1991), 186; and also in Thijs Weststeijn, The Visible World: 
Samuel van Hoogstraten’s Art Theory and the Legitimation of Painting in the Dutch Golden Age, trans. Beverley 
Jackson and Lynne Richards (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2008), 15. Alpers and Wallert provide 
detailed accounts of Samuel van Hoogstraten’s treatise. Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1983); Arie Wallert, Still lifes: Techniques and Style: An Examination of Paintings from the 
Rijksmuseum, (Zwolle: Waanders, 1999). 
 
9Westermann 1996, 60-61; Sluijter 1991, 186. 
 
10Westeijn 2008, 15; Sluijter 1991, 186.  
 
11Karel van Mander describes these levels as “gheschiedighe” (historical), “natuerlijcke” (natural), and “leerlijcke” 
or “sin-ghe-vende” (didactic) explanation of the same image.” Karel van Mander, Uutleggingh op den 
Metamorphosis Pub Ovidjj Nasonis fol. III and IV as cited in Cheney 1987, 138-9 & 146; Jan Bedaux 1987, 167; 
Segal, Cheney, and Bedaux reference Karel van Mander’s concepts of interpreting. Sam Segal, A Fruitful Past: A 
Survey of the Fruit Still Lifes of the Northern and Southern Netherlands from Brueghel till Van Gogh, (Amsterdam: 
Drukkerij Verweij bv, 1983), 19. 
 
12Westermann 1996, 61. 
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seventeenth-century artists’/theoreticians’ “voices” to create a “period eye” in which to interpret 
these paintings.13 
In 1641, Philips Angel, a seventeenth-century painter and writer, gave a lecture on the 
status and dignity of the painter’s craft to the landscape, still life, and genre painters of Leiden 
that were attempting to establish a local guild.14 His speech culminated a year later in his 
published treatise Lof der schilder-konst (In Praise of Painting), which traced the ideas of 
seventeenth-century artists and emphasized the painter’s need to appeal to the observer’s eye. As 
his text was produced in the mid seventeenth century, at the time of the paintings discussed here, 
it allows us to delve into concepts that were likely important to the artists in Holland.15 Like 
Angel, Samuel van Hoogstraten also aimed to give theoretical legitimacy to his profession and 
colleagues.16 Hoogstraten, a Dutch painter and writer like Van Mander and Angel, was also a 
playwright and student of Rembrandt.17 His theoretical handbook Inleyding tot de hooge schoole 
der schilderkonst; anders de zichtbaere werelt (Introduction to the Academy of Painting; or the 
Visible World), published in 1678, is a cross section of seventeenth-century views articulates the 
northern preoccupation with pictorial representation.18 
The use of these treatises is well established; secondary authors have interpreted the texts 
and deployed their perspectives in current literature on Dutch seventeenth-century painting.19 																																																								
13Michael Baxandall, “The Period Eye” in Painting and experience in fifteenth century Italy: A primer in the social 
history of pictorial style, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 29-108. 
 
14Sluijter 1991, 176-77, 195. 
 
15Ibid, 177. 
 
16Ibid; Westeijn 2008, 25. 
 
17Ibid. 
 
18Ibid, 15; Alpers 1983, 38. 
 
19Ibid; Segal 1983, 14; Cheney 1987, 138-139; Sluijter 1991, 186; Westeijn 2008, 15.  
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The voices of these secondary authors give us permission to apply the work of Van Mander, 
Angel, and Hoogstraten in this context. The modern art historian Eddy de Jongh provides an 
analogous but more concise modernized principle derived from Van Mander and Hoogstraten 
that is fitting for this thesis. He suggests that certain seventeenth-century motifs serve a dual 
function: “they operate as concrete, observable things while at the same time doing something 
totally different, namely expressing an idea, a moral, an intention, a joke or a situation.”20 Jongh 
proposes that this principle is manifest in the details of paintings, “small patches of obfuscation 
in a large area of undisguised configuration…”21 The lemon in In Luxury, Beware is arguably 
composed in such a manner due to the didactic nature of the entire composition that “prompts 
many of the kinds of readings” found in Dutch pictorial culture of lemons.22  
The tri-level framework employed in this paper combines Karel van Mander’s theoretical 
model, Jongh’s principle of dual function, and Angel’s and Hoogstraten’s concepts of “painted 
vision.”23 Such an assessment of Steen’s lemon and related paintings from preceding years will 
establish how the visual discourse of lemons in the seventeenth century informs meaning in 
Dutch still lifes and genre paintings. Jan Steen’s 1663 lemon will be analyzed in three ways: 1) 
Fundamentally as an actual lemon that evokes the senses 2) As a pictorial device expressing a 																																																								
20Eddy de Jongh, Questions of meaning: Theme and motif in Dutch seventeenth-century painting, trans. Michael 
Hoyle (Leiden: Primavera Pers, 2000), 16-18. Both Segal and Cheney translate Jacob Cats’ description of proverbs 
in observation of dual function: “proverbs are attractive, thanks to a mysterious something, and while they appear to 
be one thing, in reality they contain another…” and “that they be entirely pliable and can be extended to all sorts of 
things even if they were of a different character, and that at the same time they could give pleasure to the listeners 
and readers as they could be adapted and extended to other occasions and things.” Segal 1983, 19; Cheney 1987, 
146. 
 
21De Jongh 2000, 16. 
 
22Like the lute de Jongh describes in Gerard van Honthorst’s Procurement scene from 1625 that represents itself and 
the sexuality of the woman holding it, the lemon in Dutch paintings that appears to be a mundane detail produces 
dual (or additional) meaning. De Jongh 2000, 16; Westermann uses this painting to set up interpretive possibilities in 
Dutch seventeenth-century paintings. Westermann 1996, 10.  
 
23Van Mander’s second and third levels of meaning are collapsed together to make way for a third mode of 
interpretation that considers Angel’s and Hoogstraten’s treatises. 
	 7	
moral or a religious intention 3) As a painted object that reflects optical curiosity. The core 
argument of this thesis is an art historical one as it addresses specific case studies within a wide 
body of paintings during a specific moment in history.  
A note about interpreted meaning: it is nearly impossible to discuss Dutch paintings 
without acknowledging the widely employed and debated method for studying Netherlandish 
painting set out by Erwin Panofsky in his 1934 article “Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini Portrait.”24 He 
noted that symbols concealed as ordinary objects in the painting “impresses the beholder with a 
kind of mystery and makes him inclined to suspect a hidden significance in all and every 
object.”25 In his 1953 text Early Netherlandish Painting, he argued that known fifteenth-century 
symbols were substituted with related pictorial elements in paintings due to the increasing 
naturalistic depiction of objects that rendered their “disguise” inscrutable.26 Panofsky’s 
“disguised symbolism” does not directly shape the methodology of this thesis as the paintings 
discussed here apply their illusionistic qualities in a manner analogous to the principle of dual 
function described above. Seventeenth-century viewers were likely familiar with reading the 
symbols that are only “disguised” over time as present day audiences are less familiar with 
specific inherent pictorial interpretations. Still, an iconological approach akin to Panofsky’s 
method is useful here to decipher significant elements that are perhaps no longer evident to the 
modern viewer. Unlike Panofsky’s method, the use of iconography in this paper does not assert 
that meanings were intentionally hidden or disguised by the artists but rather, as Eric Sluijter 																																																								
24Among those that debated/supported this article were John Ward, “Disguised Symbolism as Enactive Symbolism 
in Van Eyck’s Paintings,” Artibus et Historiae 15, no. 29 (1994): 9-53. and Jan Bedaux, “The Reality of Symbols: 
The Question of Disguised Symbolism in Jan van Eyck’s ‘Arnolfini Portrait,’” Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly for 
the History of Art 16, no. 1 (1986): 5-28. De Jongh is explicit about his position in the debate: De Jongh 2000, 19. 
 
25Erwin Panofsky, “Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini Portrait,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs, 64, no. 372 
(1934): 126.   
 
26Ward 1994, 11; Erwin Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting: Its Origins and Character, (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1971), 141-144; Sluijter 1991, 191. 
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points out, it is likely that seventeenth-century thoughts and attitudes were represented in an 
immediately perceptible way.27 Moreover, as de Jongh describes, Panofsky’s method leaves little 
room for literary connections and this paper considers numerous contemporary sources.28 Mariët 
Westermann observes that the inscribed text in Steen’s paintings do not clarify meaning but 
instead destabilize it and offer numerous possibilities of interpretation.29 The potential textual 
possibilities must be considered because “erudite” seventeenth-century artists like Jan Steen 
consulted a wide range of written sources and deployed didactic visual devices in his work.30 To 
have the most complete interpretation of the painted symbols that respond to these contemporary 
texts, a method that accommodates them is necessary. Further, this thesis aims to consider the 
multivalent interpretations of the thematic group of Dutch painted lemons as a whole rather than 
isolate the meaning of them.  
Over the past decade, there has been increasing art historical interest in the specific 
elements of Dutch still life paintings. Multiple publications and lectures have been devoted to the 
study of the representation of the commodities depicted these paintings.31 However, most of 
these sources address the full display of objects represented on the tables of still lifes and often 
only remark on the influx of imported items as a whole. Julie Hochstrasser’s Still Life and Trade 
in the Dutch Golden Age provides the most in-depth exploration of the most recurring items in 
																																																								
27Ibid, 176, 189, 191. 
 
28De Jongh 2000, 19. 
 
29Westermann 1996, 60. 
 
30Ibid, 61; Chapman 1996, 168. 
 
31Julie Hochstrasser, Still life and trade in the Dutch Golden Age, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007); 
Norman Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked. Four Essays on Still Life Painting, (London: Reaktion Books, 1990); 
Barnes and Rose 2002.  
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Dutch still life paintings from this time.32 Her book, while enlightening and instrumental in 
advancing the discourse on this topic, is somewhat encyclopedic by nature and cannot provide a 
full inquiry of every particular foodstuff discussed. However, she deftly provides the richest 
account of these items to date. Her chapter “Feasting the Eye: Painting and Reality in the 
Seventeenth-century ‘Bancketje’” in the catalog Still Life Paintings from the Netherlands 1550-
1720, provides a survey of the moral meanings of the foodstuffs in the paintings.33  
Only very recently have the individual foodstuffs in these compositions caught the 
attention of scholars. Last year Westermann presented her talk, “The Lemon’s Lure” during the 
Yale University Art Gallery lecture series “The Dutch Abroad and What They Brought Back.”34 
This was the first unpublished public presentation of her work on this topic that will explore 
Dutch artists practices of borrowing the peeled lemon motif and altering it as a sort of 
competitive visual rivalry in the seventeenth century. Westermann builds on other significant 
works such as Norman Bryson’s Looking at the Overlooked: Four Essays on Still Life Painting 
which employs a materialist approach to the objects in Dutch still life painting and the material 
culture to which they belong. His text and Hochstrasser’s publications provide an economic and 
materialist foundation in my first two chapters.35 Several authors, as previously mentioned, have 
interpreted seventeenth-century treatises that are used in this paper. Svetlana Alpers’s The Art of 
Describing, Thijs Westeijn’s The Visible World, Eric Sluijter’s “Didactic and Disguised 
Meanings?” and Jongh’s Questions of Meaning, provide modern accounts of Karel van Mander, 
Philips Angel, and Samuel van Hoogstraten. Sam Segal’s exhibition catalogs A Fruitful Past and 																																																								
32Hochstrasser 2007. 
 
33Hochstrasser 1999, 73-82. Also, both of Hochstrasser’s texts challenge the unseen. She provokes the reader to 
consider the labor of exploited the exploited populations behind trade and local business. 
 
34Westermann 2017. 
 
35Bryson 1990.  
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A Prosperous Past explore the complicated history of lemon symbolism through an extensive 
body of documentation.36 Arie Wallert’s technical research, which calls attention to the 
techniques and pigments used to create such veracity in painting, will operate as foundational 
support for this paper’s visual analysis of painted lemons.37  
Artists in Holland produced the paintings analyzed in this thesis during the mid 
seventeenth century. To be specific, the location defined here does not embody the popular usage 
of the name referring to the entire country of the Netherlands. Rather, at this time, this specific 
region is the largest and richest of the seven provinces of the Dutch Republic. The Dutch 
Republic declared independence from Spain in 1581 but it was not recognized until 1648. 
Holland, comprised of the provinces North and South Holland include among other cities and 
municipalities Haarlem, Rotterdam, Leiden, The Hague, Enkhuizen, and Amsterdam, 
Netherlands’ capital city. The artists who manufactured the paintings discussed in this paper, 
specifically Jan Steen, Floris van Dijck, Pieter de Hooch, Gerard Terborch, Willem Kalf, Jan 
Jansz van de Velde, Pieter Claesz, and Willem Heda were active in these municipalities, with the 
majority working in Haarlem. These artists were contemporaries and must have been aware of 
each other due to their proximity. While all of these paintings were produced in Holland they can 
also be understood as a representative sample of the entirety of the Dutch Republic because 
similar lemon motifs are consistently found in the significant body of paintings throughout the 
Netherlands at this time. 
In order to demonstrate the significance of lemons in seventeenth-century Dutch art, the 
chapters will use the interdependent reinforcing ideas in the framework this thesis has adopted. 
																																																								
36Alpers 1983; Segal 1983; Sam Segal, A Prosperous Past: The Sumptuous Still Life in Netherlands, 1600-1700, 
(The Hague: SDU, 1989). 
 
37Wallert 1999.  
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Chapter 1 explores the painted lemon as representative of a real consumable object. Its class-
based use in Dutch culinary history and medicinal treatments is examined alongside paintings 
that reflect such real life use. The first level of reading used here examines the straightforward 
functions of the lemon. While lemons were commonly depicted in painted works, they were 
highly exotic commodities in the Netherlands during the seventeenth century. The pervasive 
appearance of lemons beginning in the first decade of the century is indicative of an enormously 
successful trade network, visually declaring the primacy of the Netherlands in global trade. 
Chapter 2 interrogates the lemon’s dual function as a moralizing symbol of moderation and 
temperance in a collection of Dutch genre paintings. In this section, the lemon is compared to 
Greek mythology and religious subject matter through Van Mander’s combined framework to 
show how the Dutch handled their booming market and discomfort with excess as represented in 
painting. Jan Steen’s lemon is analyzed within seventeenth-century still life tradition in Chapter 
3. Here popular notions of seeing and depiction as chronicled by Philips Angel and Samuel van 
Hoogstraten are used in comparison to technical analysis to demonstrate how painter’s 
techniques reflected these concepts and the Dutch fascination with the lemon motif. 
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CHAPTER 1: COMMODITY AND PRACTICAL FUNCTION 
 
As the first level of our framework suggests, the lemon of In Luxury, Beware can 
conceivably be read as a citrus fruit that has been placed next to a wine glass, both of which sit 
just outside the kitchen door of Jan Steen’s busy household. The acidic quality of the lemon 
might connote sensory pleasure as it engages the senses, taste and smell. The bright, clean aroma 
and sour taste of the lemon are often recalled with pictorial devices in representations of the 
senses at this time.38 They are signified in Steen’s Easy Come, Easy Go (Figure 2) dated 1661, 
which portrays an allegory of the senses.39 In the painting a group gathers during a meal that is 
considerably more poised and controlled as compared to the ruckus in the 1663 household. The 
crowd participates with an oyster feast at the table while two men play a game in the adjoining 
room. In the foreground a dog lifts its nose to a sizeable peeled lemon that sits at the edge of a 
chair holding a platter of oysters. Here the sense of smell is emphasized. Similarly, In Luxury, 
Beware recalls the senses.40 The dog tastes the pie, the music played on the violin is heard by the 
group, and both sight and touch manifest in numerous ways as the older pair reads from a book 
and others direct gaze around the room while each of them grasp or hold various objects. While a 
																																																								
38Segal 1983, 34. Mid sixteenth-century engravings show taste personified by a female figure holding a lemon or a 
peach. 
 
39Ibid; Cheney 1987.  
 
40Behind the dining table on the mantle above an inscription that reads, “Easy come, Easy Go”, a figure of Fortune 
stands on a die that balances atop a winged egg. In a similar way, the combination of text, personification, and 
placement of objects within the composition of In Luxury, Beware operate together to convey meaning. Mariët 
Westermann, The Amusements of Jan Steen, (Zwolle: Waanders Publishers, 1997), 17; Cheney 1987, 146-149. 
Cheney describes the winged object as a globe while Westermann states it is an egg. The shape and nature of the 
image certainly favor the egg reading. Using this collection of symbols Liana Cheney chronicles the layers of 
nuance found in the objects depicted in this work that parallel the ephemeral nature of life to fickle Fortune. 
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freshly peeled lemon would release an aroma, the pig, as it sniffs at the rose on the floor, denotes 
the sense of smell, which suggests that the citrus might engage with another level of 
interpretation. 
This lemon could purely represent one of the latest exotic commodities imported during 
the seventeenth century and sought after additions to local cookery. At this time, the Dutch were 
the most literate and best fed people in Europe.41 Evidenced by the massive body of paintings 
generated during this century, the population of artists in the Netherlands was considerable; 
“…some Dutch communities had more artists than butchers,” which is notable since meat, 
especially pork, was a favorite food and mainstay among all classes until the early seventeenth 
century when bread constituted the majority of the diet.42 Holland avoided the centuries long 
hunger crisis that plagued most of Europe because of the regulation of bread production and their 
successful trade with the Baltic region, which held vast grain fields to supply the Netherlands 
needs.43 Meanwhile, concurrent luxury trades in exotic commodities such as citrus from far 
corners of the world were a catalyst to Dutch prosperity resulting in local markets that brimmed 
with imported and regional foods.  
Although they were frequently depicted in seventeenth-century paintings from Holland, 
lemons were still highly exotic commodities in the Netherlands. According to botanists, the first 
citrus trees grew approximately 20 million years ago on the eastern side of the prehistoric 
supercontinent Gondwana.44 The lemon is a close relative to one of the three naturally occurring 
wild species of ancient citrus from this region: the citron, a thick spongy skinned fruit with 																																																								
41Hochstrasser 1999, 73; Barnes 2002, 10. 
 
42Ibid, 12, 18; Hochstrasser 2007, 63. 
 
43Ibid; Hochstrasser 1999, 73, 83. 	
44Toby Sonneman, Lemon: A Global History, (London: Reaktion Books, 2012), 11. 
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acidic, bitter, and slightly sweet flesh. During the first century, the lemon likely migrated through 
Northeast India, Media, South Persia, Palestine and the Mediterranean.45 Approximately eight 
centuries later, Arabs planted lemons in southern Spain, North Africa, and Sicily.46 By the 1690s, 
in a small town outside Genoa, young lemon saplings were cultivated for pot-grown citrus 
trees.47 They were transported across the Alps to Dutch markets in a bare-rooted state by mules 
in March, April, and May of each year.48 However, the cool gray climate of the Netherlands was 
a far cry from the hot wet climates of their native lands. Subtropical lemon trees are fragile 
hybrids of the sour orange and citron and they respond poorly to frost, drought, excessive heat, 
and rain.49 In order to protect the cold sensitive plants from northern winters, citrus greenhouses 
called “orangeries” with large windows and opening skylights were created to house the potted 
trees that could be moved in and outside depending on the weather.50 Only the wealthiest polity 
in Holland grew these trees due to the very precise conditions the plants required. Therefore, the 
lemon was surely a signifier of class as only the most elite members of the populous could afford 
to grow them.51 Following the “citromania” of the time, William III grew both orange and lemon 
																																																								
45Ibid; Hochstrasser 2007, 72; Helena Attlee, The Land Where Lemons Grow: The Story of Italy and its Citrus Fruit, 
(London: Particular, 2014), 49. 
 
46Hochstrasser 2007, 72; Attlee 2014, 49; Sonneman 2012, 43. Sicily was the top producer and exporter of lemons 
for centuries until California gained that status in the early 1900s. 
 
47Attlee 2014, 122. 
 
48Ibid; Sonneman 2012, 44.  
 
49Attlee 2014, 50. 
 
50Sonneman 2012, 45. Orangeries could be heated in the winter with pans of charcoal.  
 
51The designs and contents of Stadholder Frederik Hendrik’s (1584-1647) gardens influenced later country estates 
and gardens of the wealthy merchant and bourgeoisie class as they imitated his collections of rare plants. Lemon 
trees were a part of the humanist tradition of collecting and observing related to the arts and sciences- reflected in 
cultural artistic background of the Dutch: Vanessa Sellers, Courtly Gardens in Holland 1600-1650: The House of 
Orange and the Hortus Batavus, (Woodbridge: Garden Art Press, 2001),13; Sonneman 2012, 44. French Garden 
Expert Olivier de Serres (1539-1619) suggested in his agriculture text Le Théâtre d’agriculture the only the rich 
could afford the “indulgence of an orangery.” 
	 15	
trees in his Orangerie at royal gardens of Honselaarsdijk located just outside The Hague.52 Still, 
the construction of this building and the known export of lemon trees did not occur until very 
late in the seventeenth century, well after the rise of the lemon motif in Dutch paintings.53 Since 
potted citrus plants could not be grown in native soil, and therefore widely utilized by the public, 
they were imported from other countries.  
The prevalent appearance of lemons in paintings beginning in the first decade of the 
century is indicative of an enormously successful global trade network. The Twelve Years Truce 
that commenced in 1609 created years of safer shipping trade with the Mediterranean. Early in 
the seventeenth century the Dutch participated heavily in the carrying trade as they had no 
manufactured goods of their own to sell in Italy.54 Before the cessation implemented by the 
truce, the Dutch shipped Baltic grain to Italy so sporadically that the number of ships making the 
trek “could be counted on one hand.”55 The combination of seventeenth-century technical 
innovations in ship design and reduced restrictions as a result of the Twelve Years Truce made a 
vastly significant difference in the volume of Dutch trade.56 The fleet’s unparalleled access to the 
Iberian Peninsula increased the quantity of highly valued goods that the Dutch transported.57 
Bulky surplus products like lemons, oranges, raisins, wine, and silk from the Mediterranean were 
carried north by the Dutch to the Baltic region because their re-export value paid for purchases of 																																																								
52Ibid, 44; Sellers 2001, 51- 58. 
 
53Ibid; Attlee 2014, 122. 
 
54Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Phillip II, Vol. 1, trans. Siân 
Reynolds, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 423. The ceasefire that started in 1607, leading up to the 
truce, made way for some shipping progress as well. See also Hochstrasser 2007, 78. 
 
55Jonathan Israel, Dutch Primacy in World Trade 1585-1740, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 58. 
 
56Hochstrasser 2007, 13. 
 
57Hochstrasser 2007, 78; Israel 1989, 58-59: “The Dutch were the principal carriers of Castilian wool, Valencian 
salt, and Portuguese sugar to Genoa, Livorno and Venice and similarly also of Puglian oil, Puglian and Sicilian 
grain, and Sicilian salt.” 
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grain, dried fish, and sugar.58 The political and economic triumph of 1609 directly correlated 
with the rise of lemons in Dutch still life and genre paintings. These lemons gave visual 
expression to the supremacy of Netherlands in global trade as a result of their of the triumph over 
Spain to freely trade with the Mediterranean. 
The collective surge in literacy, food, and arts at this time resulted in an abundance of 
material culture reflecting contemporary Dutch practices of eating and drinking which sheds 
light on the actual use of lemons like those found in still life and genre scenes. Seventeenth-
century food-related texts help to translate cultural meaning in regards to the ubiquitous lemon 
found in Dutch paintings. These paintings recall long held beliefs about specific foods and show 
the network of international foodways that followed the lemon’s cultivation and eventual trade 
across the sea to the Netherlands. The lemon was an ingredient in recipes and a vital element of a 
proper seventeenth century Dutch diet, facts that are reflected in their books and paintings.  
Lemons were not found in published period recipes until the mid seventeenth century, 
evidence that Dutch trade by sea had an effect on the availability of ingredients in local 
markets.59 In 1668 Het Vermakelijk Landtleven (The Pleasurable Country Life), a manuscript 
that provided advice for merchant class owners of country homes included a section entitled 
Verstandige Kock (The Sensible Cook).60 Of the hundred eighty-nine recipes in The Sensible 
Cook and its two appendixes, The Dutch Butchering Time and The Sensible Confectioner, 
twenty-nine utilize lemons. The recipes call for the lemon in various forms; fresh, salted or 
preserved, juiced, sliced, peels, and zest. Only four of the recipes with lemons are sweet, which 
																																																								
58Braudel 1995, 423-424; Israel 1989, 60; Hochstrasser 2007, 82. 
 
59Ibid, 72; Rose 1989, 3; Donna Barnes 2002, 17. The cookbook may have been printed in 1514. The first printed 
Dutch cookbook Een Notabel Boecxken van Cokerije by Thomas van der Noot was published around 1510 -1514. 
 
60Rose 1989, 4.  
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expresses a preference for its savory application despite the renowned love of sweets among the 
Dutch.61 This predilection is mirrored in seventeenth-century Dutch paintings as the citrus 
appears alongside meat, seafood, and drink more frequently than pastries and sweets. Some 
researchers caution the reading of paintings of food as indicative of what was eaten in actual life, 
including the multitude of tropical lemons in Dutch works, and proffer that they were more likely 
representations of aspirational comestibles.62   
The merchant class and those of even higher social status were among those who could 
purchase cookbooks and paintings depicting the luxurious imported commodities.63 Food 
historian Peter Rose observes that the first Dutch cookbook, The Sensible Cook was written with 
wealthy families in mind as the cooking index provides a list of foods that only the affluent could 
afford.64 Hence, the material culture of Dutch food is class specific and should be read as such. 
Moreover, the foodways of seventeenth-century citizens are surprisingly well documented and as 
one might expect, the working class had a more limited selection of foods than the wealthy 
merchant class.65   
The proximity of the lemon to the entrance of the kitchen and fireplace visible on the 
other side of the doorway in Steen’s In Luxury, Beware encourages viewers to recall the many 
Dutch still lifes that indicate the daily practices of seventeenth-century food preparation and 
eating. In Willem Kalf’s Still Life with Réchaud and Glass Decanter (Figure 3) a nutmeg grater, 
																																																								
61Rose 2002, 20. 
 
62Wansink, Mukund, and Weislogel 2016, 1. 
 
63Barnes 2002, 11. 
 
64Rose 1989, 40; Rose 2002, 19. 
 
65Schama 1988, 177. However, lemons were used in school menus: Rose 2002, 19.  
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knife, and chafing dish occupy the scene with a few foods.66 The kitchen appliances accompany 
the bread, the grated nutmeg that developed the inverse shape of the grater with use, and a platter 
holding a peeled lemon and glass decanter. A wine glass placed on its side rests behind. The 
chafing dish is of interest because its use is seldom described in The Sensible Cook as compared 
to other cooking methods. Furthermore, it is less frequently found in Dutch still lifes or paired 
with lemons, unlike the decorative glasses and metal containers that so often adorn the table. Yet, 
it appears to be an object of interest for Kalf as he paints it again in his circa 1645 Still Life of 
Metal Plates with Fruit and Other Elements (Figure 4) in which the peeled lemon and chafing 
dish are placed on the same table with other objects often associated with the theme of vanitas, a 
topic that will be examined in Chapter 3. The chapter “About All Sorts of Meat” in The Sensible 
Cook offers one such example of the use of the chafing dish and lemons. “To make a Hash” one 
should, “Take a cold Roast, either Mutton or Veal, hens, Capons, Turkeys, Etc., cut it to your 
liking, add to it Verjuice, Lemon juice, or Vinegar, whatever you have, with some Water, 
furthermore Pepper, Mace, and Butter and stew it between two platters.”67 As Rose observes, the 
réchaud in Kalf’s Still Life with Réchaud and Glass Decanter is a representation of this method 
of stewing.  
Another recipe in the same chapter describes the use of a chafing dish and “properly” 
combines foods in the manner suggested by seventeenth-century physician Johan van 
Beverwyck, in his widely circulated Schat der gesontheyt (Treasure of good health) published in 
numerous versions from 1636 to 1660. In keeping with the ancient Greek doctrine of humors 
Van Beverwyck suggested that oysters should be eaten with “drying condiments to counter the 
																																																								
66A réchaud is similar in design to a modern day chafing dish. I would like to thank Peter Rose for sending me a 
copy of this image so that I could examine it in greater detail.   
 
67Rose 1989, 63; Barnes and Rose 2002, 84. 
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cold slime that renders them hard to digest.”68 It was widely accepted that foods corresponded to 
one of the four humors and that correct nutrition would maintain a person's equilibrium.69 Van 
Beverwyck praised the lemon for its positive effect on the stomach and asserted that it provided 
the perfect balance since its astringency counters the wet and cold oyster. Although a fresh oyster 
and lemon might be consumed raw, the recipe “To stew Oysters or Mussels” in The Sensible 
Cook describes cooking the bivalves in a chafing dish with butter and mace. When done, they are 
finished with lemon juice and finely crushed rusk.70  
Jan Jansz van de Velde’s Still Life with Oysters and Roemer (Figure 5) from 1657 
appears to be a visual essay on this common pairing. The pile of recently opened oysters that 
glisten in the light sit on a wooden table next to a peeled lemon. The depiction of these two foods 
together is noteworthy because they appear repeatedly in still life and genre scenes as well as 
commentaries on nutrition and cooking methods. Near the center of the painting a roemer half 
full of wine stands between the lemon and an orange; another favored pairing as lemons were 
frequently used to temper the sweetness of white wines.71 Sweet wines were enhanced with 
flavors from citrus peels and juice to counter the flavor.72 Similar to the lemons and oysters in 
Van de Velde’s still life, wine is repeatedly shown in paintings with Mediterranean citrus; 
evidence of the lemon’s popularity as an appetizing consumable commodity and near miraculous 																																																								
68Van Beverwyck, Wercken de genees-konste, bestanende in den Schat der gesontheyt, Schat der ongesontheyt, 
Heel-koonste, (Amsterdam, 1672) as cited in Julie Hochstrasser 1999, 75.  
 
69Attlee 2014, 30. 
 
70Rose 1989, 63. 
 
71Segal 1983, 31; Segal explains that winemaking during the seventeenth century was not yet advanced and the wine 
had to be consumed fresh from the open barrel as the drink would go bad quickly. As described in Rose 1989, 127, a 
roemer is an inexpensive drinking glass with a round bowl and footed stem. I would add that the majority of 
roemers depicted in Dutch paintings have necks covered with spheres that protrude outward creating an overall 
bumpy texture. These bumps are often smooth like the glass in In Luxury, Beware or more ornamental with small 
bumps covering the surface of each sphere.  
 
72Hochstrasser 1999, 77. 
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source of nutrition. Like the laid table of Dutch still life paintings, numerous genre scenes 
indicate the lemon’s medical and culinary significance. 
The lemons in Dutch paintings also recalled popular medical advice. For example, Van 
de Velde’s A 'Kraak' Porcelain Bowl Resting on a Pewter Plate with a Peeled Lemon, an 
Orange and Nuts Near a 'Roemer' on a Gilt Stand (Figure 6) reflects the advice of sixteenth-
century physician Christophorus Wirsung. In the section labeled “On poisons” in his Medecyn 
boec from 1593, Wirsung places “the juice and the syrup of citrons and everything that is made 
from it” among a list of things that counteract poison.73 Wirsung elaborates on the ways to guard 
oneself from poison in the 1628 version of his treatise: “...before the mealtime one should always 
first eat something that counteracts poison such as figs, rue, or nuts...Citrons, rapeseed...taken 
with wine, whether one or the other, is also very highly recommended.”74 Van Beverwyck 
corroborates this advice and claims, “It can render powerless or eliminate the hot or gallish 
vapors that lie in the stomach: it causes the lost appetite to return, is very pleasant for the 
stomach, and counteracts poison.”75 He goes on to recount a story from Athenaeus’ early third 
century Deipnosophistae in which two criminals were sentenced to die from snakebite.76 In 
sympathy, someone gave each of them a citron to eat, which counteracted the effect of the 
poison. The next day, the governor sent the prisoners to the same fate and gave one of the 
prisoners a citron, who lived, but not the other who after being bitten turned blue and died 
																																																								
73Christophorus Wirsung, Medicyn-boek, (Amsterdam, 1628) as cited in Hochstrasser 1999, 76. 
 
74Ibid. 
 
75Van Beverwyck 1672 as cited in Hochstrasser 1999, 75-76. 
 
76Athenaeus, The Deipnosophists; or, Banquet of the learned, of Athenaeus, trans. Charles Duke Yonge, (London: 
H.G. Bohn, 1854), 141.  
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immediately.”77 Consequently, the miraculous effects of citrus took a revered place in the long 
history of lemon lore. 
In Van de Velde’s painting, a peeled lemon rests on the side of a silver plate that extends 
pasts the central edge of the table. A decorative porcelain bowl full of walnuts teeters on the 
other side of the platter. Across the surface of the table is a collection of citrus, cracked walnuts, 
and a roemer half full of white wine atop a decorative gilt stand. When describing opulent 
dishware such as this, Wirsung suggests caution and points to the proverb, “Poison honors the 
high and mighty, because it usually lives in gold in silver...great personages who eat and drink 
from gold and silver are in more danger of being poisoned than the common man who eats and 
drinks out of earthenware plates and crocks.”78 Van Beverwyck echoes Wirsung and also 
declares that walnuts are “are good remedy against poison” and that wine counteracts the effects 
of harmful foods.79 When read in the context of these medical sources, Van de Velde’s still life 
reflects widely circulated concerns about poisoning. Here, the lemon depicted alongside the 
walnuts connotes its lauded position as an anti poison. While viewers can infer the culinary use 
of lemons from these still life paintings, its restorative property as a cure for a specific type of 
“illness” is portrayed in numerous genre scenes. 
Images of lovesick maidens seeking popular cures that utilized lemons for the so-called 
illness were frequently depicted in Dutch genre scenes at this time.80 The mid 1660s painting 
Figures in the Courtyard behind a House (Figure 7) by Pieter de Hooch shows a group of three 
figures gathered around a table with drinks. The young woman seated in a three-quarter turn 																																																								
77Ibid. 
 
78Wirsung 1628 as cited in Hochstrasser 1999, 76. 
 
79Van Beverwyck 1672 as cited in Hochstrasser 1999, 75-76. 
 
80Laurinda Dixon, Perilous Chastity: Women and Illness in Pre-Enlightenment Art and Medicine, (London: Cornell 
University Press, 1995), 157-159. 
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away from the viewer is depicted in the moment she squeezes the juice from a lemon into a wine 
glass. Although this seemingly commonplace portrayal of a backyard gathering provides 
evidence of beverage preferences, this work has overtones of infatuation as the male figure gazes 
intently at the woman across the table.81 In this context, the lemon juice in the wine glass may 
point to its role as a cure in the realm of love. Similarly, Gerard Terborch depicts the theme of 
lovesickness in the intimate interior setting in A Glass of Lemonade (Figure 8) (circa 1663 - 
1665), which draws attention to the woman seated with a drink in her left hand. A wide lengthy 
curling lemon peel drapes from the edge of the lip of the glass into the drink that is stirred by the 
man opposite her. Here he prepares a “dietary cure” for her furor uterinus or desire.82  
Lemons were long considered mediators of excess heat brought on by lovesickness 
because they were the most effective in cooling humoral fires due to their high acidity.83 As 
represented in painting and described in contemporaneous sources, seventeenth-century 
practitioners carried out this physic for lovesickness recommended by Aristotle.84 Diagnoses and 
cures of uterine fits were depicted in numerous genre scenes of “female sick rooms” at this time 
and typically showed the affected patient resting near slices of lemon on fine china and wine 
glasses filled with cloudy light liquid.85 A multitude of varied cures for love and the resulting 
poorly balanced humors abounded during the early modern period. Rudolf II of Habsburg’s court 
physician recommended Aqua Perlata, a costly drink made of crushed pearls dissolved in 
																																																								
81Ibid, 156-158; Westermann 1997, 233.  
 
82Dixon 1995, 156-158. 
 
83Ibid, 158. 
 
84Ibid, 157. 
 
85Ibid, 158; Hochstrasser 1999, 75: Although wine was thought to restore weakness the drinks depicted in these 
paintings were not necessarily wine since medicines or cures were measured by the wineglass. 
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vinegar and lemon with rose water and strawberry juice to restore vigor.86 In his early 
seventeenth-century A Treatise on Lovesickness, Jacques Ferrand suggested a “magistral sirup” 
to be consumed “once or twice a month… if the patient is angry about having to retake the same 
cathartic [enema and/or vomitive] medication.”87 This syrup had no less than thirty-five 
ingredients and included two seeds of a lemon or citron.88 Given the exorbitant and repugnant 
nature of the remedies described in these texts, it is little wonder that lemon slices and lemonade 
appeared in Dutch genre scenes as the preferred treatment of a lovesick heart.  
Seventeenth-century medical treatises and recipes help to establish that the lemons in 
these Dutch paintings reflect their real life use. Their pervasive appearance in paintings 
memorializes the enormous success of Netherlandish trade that brought such exotic commodities 
into conventional use. However, the lemon’s emblematic significance reveals further 
associations and points to its function as a moralizing object in Dutch paintings. 
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CHAPTER 2: MORALS AND LUXURY 
The chaotic household in Jan Steen’s In Luxury, Beware is the result of poor moral 
choices and indulgence. Unwatched by any of the six adults in the room, the children to get into 
varying degrees of mischief. Nearby, a dog standing in the middle of a table laps up the contents 
of a pie, a monkey perched on a shelf pulls at a chain hanging from the clock, a pig holding a 
wine tap in its mouth nuzzles a fallen rose on the floor, and a duck balances atop a man’s 
shoulder.89 These and other components of the image represent a pictorial connection to common 
Dutch proverbs and visually portrayed themes.90 The animals collectively allude to assorted 
proverbs concerning folly, the basket contains referents of poverty and illness that connote 
inconstant fortune, which can turn at any moment, and the woman at the center is a 
personification of luxury.91 What pictorial theme does the lemon convey? In the first chapter, the 
interpretation of the lemon provided a view of the socio-economic and materialist meanings of 
lemons in seventeenth-century Dutch paintings. Using Van Mander’s combined second and third 
levels of meaning in this chapter we gain a more philosophical reading of the lemon in Jan 
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Steen’s painting.92 Here the argument turns to an exploration of the lemon as pictorial caution 
about illicit love. 
 How does the lemon function as a signifier of caution? In the center of the composition 
an amorous couple flirts. The woman, a personification of luxury as indicated by her dress made 
of silks, balances a glass of wine over the crotch of the reclining man who dangles a branch of 
roses from his right hand.93 With his leg stretched over her lap, he turns his head to the left, away 
from the unfolding scene, and looks across the room over his shoulder. His gaze directs the 
viewer from the center of the painting to the peeled lemon at the right side. The man’s 
acknowledgement of the lemon connects it and its function to the couple through contextual 
proximity bridged by the act of looking. His gaze recalls the allegorical device of senses and the 
couple indicates sensual pleasure. As we saw in Chapter 1, lemons were often employed as a 
treatment for infatuation and this quality can be reasonably applied in this context. However, the 
fruit is not prepared or consumed as a cure in this setting, which forces the viewer to consider a 
deeper mode of comprehension in which the lemon is a layered metaphor for luxury.  
The characterization of luxury in this painting encompasses not only abundance but also 
furtive sexual desire.94 The central couple in this image dress and act in a manner typically 
depicted in tavern or brothel paintings and their immodest behavior is out of character for a 
“proper family setting.”95 The Calvinist Dutch family household was “the saving grace of Dutch 
culture that otherwise would have been indelibly soiled by materialism.”96 Home was a place 
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that promoted domestic virtues such as sobriety, frugality and piety but here the tension between 
materialism and morality are challenged as worldly goods overwhelm the house.97 Jan Steen 
satirizes the prudent vigilance required to keep this home in check as virtue is effectively turned 
upside down.98 
In order to comprehend the lemon’s relationship to the dual nature of luxury and virtue it 
will be useful to explore the conflation of lemons and apples. Dutch still lifes show the visual 
development of the use of apples and lemons over the course of the seventeenth century.99 For 
example, at the central foreground of Floris Claesz van Dijck’s 1613 Still Life with Fruits, Nuts, 
and Cheese (Figure 9), a long spiraling apple peel hangs off the edge of the table. The smooth, 
variegated, warm yellow and red skin curves around to reveal the cut side beneath. Van Dijck 
repeatedly placed an apple peel at the edges of the tables in his still lifes but never a peeled 
lemon.100 Just over ten years later Pieter Claesz adapted Van Dijck’s apple motif to the lemon 
peel. In his 1625 still life (Figure 10) he peeled an entire lemon and placed the “S” curved peel 
next to two lemon slices and a whole lemon on the platter. After this point, other artists began to 
place lemon peels in their still lifes and the apple peel faded from use.101 The peeled lemon motif 
that became a characteristic feature of Dutch still lifes appears to have originated from the apple 
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paintings. This topic presents one path for future research. Based on the relationship between Spain and the 
Netherlands, the fractured artists guilds in 1609, and the difference between the lemons of Spanish still lifes and 
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peel early in the seventeenth century, a progression that mirrors the interconnected relationship 
of apples and lemons in literature.102 
Like the development of painted lemons from painted apples, the lemon is associated 
with apples in literary and emblematic sources. The connection between lemons and love has 
mythological origins as citrus fruits were dedicated to Venus, the goddess of both universal and 
sensual love.103 In the Deipnosophistae, Athenaeus cites fragments of texts from the comic poets 
Eriphus and Antiphanes in which Venus is credited with planting the seeds of the “golden 
apples” in the Garden of the Hesperides.104 Athenaeus asserts that the “apple” in the stories is in 
fact the citron, not the apple as we know it, and challenges those who may provide counter 
evidence.105 Over the centuries the specific citrus associated with Venus evolved from citron to 
orange. Giovanni Pontano opposes Athenaeus’ argument in his De hortis Hesperidum (The 
Garden of the Hesperides) and declares that these fruits are oranges, the same plant to which 
Venus transformed Adonis after his death.106 Here in mythology the designation of the apple and 
citrus are intertwined.  
Likewise, sixteenth-century emblem books amalgamate the relationship between citrus 
and apples based on mythology. These texts were commonly used in humanistic circles which 
were frequented by artists and writers of the time, like Karel van Mander.107 One such text, 
Andrea Alciati’s Emblematum liber from 1531 was the prototypical book of emblems that served 
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as source material for later reprints with additional commentaries by new authors.108 In this 
illustrated book he depicts the association of citrus with Venus’ grief and lost love.109 The 
epigram or explicatio of the original emblem “The Orange” reads, “These are the golden apples 
of Venus: a pleasing bitterness indicates the orange, so love is also called by the Greeks ‘bitter-
sweet.’”110 However, the Latin motto or lemma of this emblem and its relatively recent 
translation is problematic. The original motto, Malus Medica, translates to “citron.” Therefore, 
Athenaeus’ argument from centuries earlier is, in a sense, validated. Still, the issue is further 
complicated when subsequent versions of Alciati’s text are examined. The later commentaries 
that accompany the Malus Medica emblem ascribe the citron and orange to apples variously.111 
Mathias Holtzwart, a late sixteenth-century writer often engaged with humanist scholars 
and upper class citizens, reiterates the tone from Alciati’s emblem in the 1581 Emblematum 
Tyrocinia.112 He writes, “…the false friend is compared to the fruit of the citrus-tree for inside he 
conceals a heart bitter with malice.”113 These verse texts demonstrate that friendships and 
romantic relationships are tied to the bitter or sour qualities of citrus. Perhaps these emblems 																																																								
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illuminate the reasons why the lemon was depicted as a cure for lovesickness in the paintings 
mentioned in the first chapter. Religious sources help to explain why lemons gained such 
cautionary references in the emblem books. As Segal suggests, the connections between lemons, 
love, and luxury work because over time Venus’ attributes became the Virgin Mary’s 
attributes.114 He proposes that the apples associated with Venus, and therefore love and lust also 
act the symbol of good and evil that Eve encountered. He goes on to describe that because Mary 
is the “new Eve” she acquires similar attributes.115 Fruits were frequently used as attributes or 
symbols in religious paintings. Like most fruits in religious imagery, the citrus carries several 
meanings. Representations of the fruits of paradise in Dutch paintings included citrus, because it 
was an exotic species that could not be cultivated in the Netherlands until the second half of the 
seventeenth century.116 Also, citrus trees retain their green leaves, which positions them as 
symbols of immortality and eternal youth.117  
A notable example of citrus in religious painting is located in the outer panel of Van 
Eyck’s renowned Ghent Altarpiece (Figure 11) from 1432. Although this significant religious 
painting is seemingly removed from Jan Steen’s raucous household scene by both time and 
genre, it is useful here because the detailed realism often used to describe objects in Golden Age 
paintings grows from Eyckian convention.118 Moreover, the “symbolic significance” of Jan van 
Eyck’s paintings situated his work within an iconographical approach to research. With reference 
to Van Eyck’s “realism” Panofsky stated that his “imaginary reality was controlled to the 
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smallest detail by a preconceived symbolical program.”119 As we now know, it is widely 
acknowledged that objects hold symbolic significance in specific visual contexts due to 
consistent pictorial traditions.  
In the panels of the Ghent Altarpiece, Adam and Eve are shown covering themselves 
with leaves, a sign that they recently consumed the forbidden fruit from the Tree of Knowledge 
as described in the Old Testament. The only other indication of this narrative moment of the Fall 
of Man is found in the small fruit Eve holds with the three fingers of her hand (Figure 12). This 
fruit is not the apple that is so frequently shown in religious representations of this theme. 
Instead, it is small, round, and yellow with thick bumpy skin like a variety of citrus. Rather than 
the characteristic apple, the citrus fruit here represents the choice between good and evil as Van 
Eyck’s unusual representation of Eve holding the citrus is the “original sin” that ultimately led to 
the events of the Passion. Like the paradisal citrus found in the Garden of Eden, the lemon of 
Steen’s In Luxury, Beware indicates the “false friendship” of material and sensual luxury. 
The intermingling of citrus, apples, and the forbidden fruit has a complex etymology. 
Over time the Tree of Knowledge has been variously identified as an olive, fig, pomegranate, 
and apple tree as well as a grape vine and sheaves of wheat.120 As many scholars recount, the 
words used to identify specific varieties of the citrus genus are closely related and often 
confused.121 James Snyder, referring to a late sixteenth-century description of the “Adam’s 
Apple” as a fruit with “thick, rough, pale yellow skin that is sharp in the taste like lemon,” 
																																																								
119Panofsky 1971, 131, 137. 
 
120James Snyder, “Jan van Eyck and Adam’s Apple,” The Art Bulletin, Vol 58, 4 (1976): 511-512. He goes into 
more detail about the identification of the Tree of Knowledge in various cultures.  
 
121Ibid, 513; Westermann 2017; Segal 1983, 37-38; Hochstrasser 1999, 76. 
 
	 31	
asserts that the fruit in Eve’s hand is indeed an orange.122 As further evidence of this 
identification, he points to engravings made by Dutch artist Cornelis Bloemaert with the Pomum 
Adami label for the mid seventeenth-century Hesperides sive de Malorum Aureorum cultura et 
usu.123 However, the illustrations that accompany this marker show numerous distinct varieties 
of citrus which complicates his argument as the images accompanying this term look like the 
fruit in Eve’s hand but also other types of citrus. In contemporary botanical handbooks varieties 
of citrus were diversely labeled Pomum or Malus - these words were often interchangeably 
combined with a list of descriptors including Adami, Paradiesz, Medica, and Limonia resulting 
in terms like Malus Limonia.124 This conflated apple/citrus designation is similar to the 
aforementioned mythological sources but the botanical use of words like Adami and Paradiesz 
layers an additional religious slant to the citrus descriptor.  
It appears again in this instance that rather than the exact identification of specific 
species, the citrus as a genus carries general symbolic reading.125 The mingled use of citrus/apple 
terminology carries into the present as the orange is called Sinaasappel (Chinese apple) in 
Dutch.126 The citron was once called citroen and the lemon called limoen in Dutch but the 
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modern day word for the lemon is citroen.127 These historical and contemporary ways of 
describing citrus help to draw connections between sour, bitter citrus and Venus and love or Eve 
and judgment.  
The tempting lemon is analogous to Jan Steen’s proverbial warning “In luxury, beware” 
inscribed on the slate just below the conspicuously dangling peel. It is a “false friend” as the 
aroma of the citrus is pleasant but the fruit is deceptively sour, just as the pleasure of excessive 
luxury is transient since it satisfies desire in the moment but ultimately leads to moral decay.128 
Through pictorial devices amidst a house in disarray Steen cautions viewers to beware of lust, 
sloth, indolence, and vain luxury.129 In his painting, the lemon epitomizes a choice between vain 
luxury and moderation.  
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CHAPTER 3: RENDERED VISION 
 
As we have seen, on the right side of In Luxury, Beware a lemon and a roemer sit on a 
wooden ledge. Through comparison and exploration of a series of contemporary paintings this 
assemblage may be seen as a still life. The pair of objects sits untouched and removed from 
physical contact with the people, animals, and general commotion that fill the rest of the room. 
Although the anarchic level of activity in the house appears to have disturbed every other 
physical thing within it, the lemon and roemer remain still and unaffected. These items stand 
alone on the surface that raises them away from the messy floor and situates them just out of 
arm's reach of the woman to the left. As observed in the previous chapter, the lemon is only 
proximally brought into the scene via the man’s gaze from across the room. Otherwise, the fruit 
and glass seem to occupy their own space. In fact, because of this perceptible distancing, a 
viewer could examine the isolated pair without acknowledging the remainder of the painting. 
When distilled to the space surrounding them, the lemon and roemer modestly rest atop a 
horizontal wooden surface in front of an ambiguous background (Figure 13), a setting that is 
often employed in Dutch still lifes. Although Steen is widely recognized as a major contributor 
to scenes of dissolute households, he simultaneously demonstrates here that he can deftly 
participate in the still life tradition of the Golden Age. This chapter will use this pair of objects as 
a point of entry into a discussion of the use of lemons in still life and vanitas painting and as an 
investigation of the ways in which artists “maximized its [lemon’s] surface” representation as a 
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“favored object of Dutch vision” and used specific pigments to single out these types of still life 
elements.130 
Comparison to other seventeenth-century still life paintings with lemons highlights the 
specific still life elements of In Luxury, Beware. Just before the turn of the century, lemons make 
appearances in market scenes containing religious elements such as Joachim Beuckelaer’s 
Kitchen Scene with Christ at Emmaus (Figure 14).131 Here Beuckelaer presents a bountiful still 
life with a cornucopia of contrasting shapes, color, and textures in the form of diverse produce. A 
single whole lemon sits next to a decorative drinking glass, a leafy pile, the wing of a fowl, and a 
basket of assorted fruits and flowers. A similar profusion of nature’s abundance is depicted in 
allegorical paintings like Jan Brueghel the Elder and Hendrick van Balen’s early seventeenth-
century Garland of Fruit around an Allegory of Agriculture (Figure 15). Numerous varieties of 
lemons are placed among an array of fruits and vegetables in the garland that encircles the 
painting.  
The lemon eventually captured a prominent foregrounded position as one of the featured 
elements on the tables in Dutch still lifes around 1610 when Osias Beert placed whole and 
halved lemons on an ornate dish at the front table in his painting (Figure 16). As described in 
Chapter 2, the peeled lemon motif of Dutch painting began in the following decade with Pieter 
Claesz’s still life in which a whole lemon on a platter is accompanied by the slices and remaining 
peel of another.132 From this point on, the lemons in most seventeenth-century Dutch still life 
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and genre paintings were half peeled to reveal their juicy fruit as the elongated spiraling nubby 
rinds draped over the edges of the tables.  
Steen’s still life is similar in composition to Jan van de Velde’s Still Life with Oysters and 
Roemer that we saw in Chapter 1. While van de Velde’s painting portrays additional items like 
the heap of oysters, breadcrumbs, and orange, the lemon and roemer at the center are the focus of 
the image. Like Steen’s arrangement, the lemon in this still life is roughly half peeled and the cut 
side is angled towards the left of the roemer. Past the lip of the wooden surface the peel hangs in 
an elongated spiral that reveals both the inner spongy pith and outer leathery rind of the lemon. 
Jan Steen’s peel is thinner than Van de Velde’s and jagged along the long edge that stretches 
down with the weight of the lemon cap below. Each of these artists shows an interest in 
contrasting textures. The cut surface of their lemons reveals juicy translucent segments that 
surround the opaque connective structure of the center. Every part of the lemon is depicted, 
including the seed that is visible just behind the flesh of the fruit. The glass roemers that reach 
upward in contrast to the downward spirals of the neighboring citrus are remarkably similar. The 
ribbed foot of each glass flares out at a gradual angle that serves as a base for long the neck. Four 
concentric bands of small glass orbs protrude outward from the neck of each glass creating a 
bumpy surface. A wide fishbowl shape defines the cup and each is half filled with white wine. 
Jan Steen and Jan van de Velde explore the refraction of light on the glass surface and liquid 
within. Steen’s still life is clearly in dialog with van de Velde’s painting from six years earlier 
owing to their compositional similarities and the concurrent active presence of both artists in 
Haarlem.133 
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The still life configuration of peeled lemon and roemer is found in numerous other 
seventeenth-century Dutch paintings.134 These elements attracted the attention of the viewer 
since they were removed from the distractions of larger setting.135 The 1649 Still Life With A 
Roemer, A Fluted Wine-Glass, A Silver Goblet, A Blue-And-White Porcelain Bowl Filled With 
Green Olives, A Partly Peeled Lemon And A Knife, All Arranged Within A Stone Niche (Figure 
17) by Willem Claesz Heda takes this isolation of objects to another level. Aside from the wide 
lemon peel that drapes over the edge alongside the protruding knife handle and lip of the 
porcelain bowl, the majority of objects sit within a recessed stone niche. Here the lemon is turned 
away from the decorative roemer with a scalloped foot in a profile view that reveals the peeled 
body of the citrus. The adjacent knife has clearly carved the fruit as irregular indentions mark the 
exposed pith. Against the subdued background the contrasting smooth and raised textures and 
reflected light catch the eye. Jan Steen manages to capture similar visual focus in the midst of an 
active scene by placing his still life comprised of conventional formal qualities at the edge of the 
painting. 
This pair of items was commonly used in Dutch painting to explore the interest in the 
interplay between texture, color, form, and light. Furthermore, these formal qualities were in fact 
highly regarded among many Golden Age Dutch painters. In his treatise, Philips Angel outlines 
the skills necessary for an artist to be “worthy” of the title of painter including, “the accurate 																																																								
134Six more paintings like this are representative of the many others at this time: Willem Kalf, Still Life with Fruit, 
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depiction of light and shadow… the capacity to combine paint in a succulent manner… knows 
how to represent the difference between all wool, linen, and silk fabrics, and has an alert yet 
sweetly flowing brush.”136 Although Angel specifically mentions diverse fabrics, it is evident 
from contemporaneous still life and genre paintings that the valued notion of textural and surface 
variation encompassed most objects depicted on the surface of the paintings.  
Still life paintings by Kalf and Heda were virtuoso tours de force that characterized the 
common seventeenth-century notion derived from ancient texts that illusionistic paintings could 
act as optical tricks leading the viewer to perceive the pictorial surface as a real tangible 
object.137 Like Van Mander, Angel and Hoogstraten included the story of Parrhasios and Zeuxis 
in their treatises to demonstrate the dignity of the art of painting.138 Zeuxis and Parrhasios 
famously challenged each other to paint such convincing images that they were fooled into 
interacting with elements of paintings as if they were palpable objects.139 Dutch painters knew 
this ancient anecdote and pictorial jokes like this were valued in the seventeenth century. In 1664 
Jan de Brune wrote, “Certainly, it gives one joy without measure when one is deceived by a false 
likeness of things.”140 Angel’s text corroborated Jan de Brune’s statement, he argued that 
painting ranked above sculpture because of its capacity to imitate, “semblance without being” 
everything visible in nature that could not be rendered as successfully in sculpture such as flies, 																																																								
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the appearance of various metals, and natural phenomena.141 As evidenced by the massive 
collection of seventeenth-century Dutch painted lemons, artists were interested in producing 
depictions of citrus that were painted “better than nature.”142 
The lemon in Van de Velde’s Still Life with Oysters and Roemer (Figure 5) is so 
deceptively real that a fly has landed on its surface. The fly is a visual illusion conveying the 
artist’s virtuosity; here it imitates nature so well that it provokes viewers to wave it away from 
the lemon. Just like the lemon’s dual function, the fly is read with dual meaning as a common 
vanitas symbol. Fundamentally, “vanitas” paintings denote the transience of life and pictorial 
themes of futility and temperance are characteristic additions to the theme. Insects like van de 
Velde’s fly are interpreted as vanitas symbols because they are attracted to and consume fruit, 
especially fruit that is ripe and decaying showing the physical effects of the passage of time.143 
Chong argues that insects act as surrogates for human viewers and feel the intricate surfaces of 
various materials and see them from a different vantage point. For the fly, the lemon is an 
impermanent food source in actual life but it is forever preserved in painted “life” calling 
attention to the textures and pigments and presence of the artist by extension.  
While the fly signifies the passing time by alluding to natural decay, the watch frequently 
shown in vanitas paintings marks an explicit relationship to time. This component of Kalf’s mid 
seventeenth-century Still Life with a Silver Jug reinforces the concept of vanitas. The sumptuous 
open watch at right edge of the niche evokes time in a threefold manner as it signals the passing 
of life and the irreversible decay of the ephemeral objects like the lemon nearby, marks art’s life-
extending power to the objects that are frozen in time in paint, and connotes the time it took for 																																																								
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the artist to make the painting.144 When details like the fly and the watch are recognized in still 
lifes, other vanitas elements like lemons come to the fore. 
The lemon in both van de Velde’s Still Life with Oysters and Roemer and Kalf’s Still Life 
with a Silver Jug can be interpreted as symbols of vanitas. As described in Chapter 1, the lemon 
is often associated with the senses but such pleasures are short lived. Because the lemon is 
expensive, it is associated with vanitas characteristics like transience and temperance.145 To be 
clear, the lemons depicted in every seventeenth-century Dutch painting do not signify all of the 
vanitas meanings. The overall visual context of each painting and its link to broader culture 
informs its particular meaning. It would not be appropriate to suggest that In Luxury, Beware is 
just a vanitas painting but instead that its many cautionary didactic devices across the canvas 
draw on vanitas pictorial traditions. As we know, time is the principal element of vanitas; the 
monkey perched on the wall in Steen’s painting plays with the weights of the clock recalling the 
known proverb, “in foolishness time is forgotten.”146 The hanging basket overflows with 
symbols that convey the eventual outcome of oblivious participation with luxury.147 Lemons, 
objects of luxury, became ubiquitous elements of paintings at the same time the Dutch claimed a 
position of superiority in global trade and therefore the fruit is visually linked to prestige and 
splendor. Moreover, the lemon as a rendered object provided a rich variety of textures and colors 
with which the artist could forever boast their talent in paint.  
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During the seventeenth century, nearly every major still life painter explored the diverse 
textures of lemons.148 Jan Steen participated in this tradition with the inclusion of the still life in 
his 1663 painting. As writers like Angel and Hoogstraten emphasized the multiple methods of 
rendering illusionistic modes of painting in their treatises, it is worthwhile to consider the typical 
techniques and pigments used to achieve this effect. In the next part of this chapter, Arie 
Wallert’s insightful technical analysis of Willem Kalf’s Still Life with a Silver Jug (Figure 18) 
will serve as a case study for seventeenth-century Dutch artistic practices.149 Although not every 
painting from this time follows Kalf’s exact mode of painting, the techniques and pigments used 
in this work are often described in general sources about Dutch seventeenth-century painting.  
During the seventh-century, painters purchased their materials ready made rather than 
making them on their own.150 Specialists made most everything including pigments, panels, and 
canvas that often had a prepared ground layer.151 The ground and under drawing of Kalf’s Still 
Life with a Silver Jug were covered with a thin insulating coat of lead white bound in oil that 
provided a bright reflective surface for the ensuing layers.152 Kalf applied the paint on the lemon 
with thick blotches of paint in dots.153 This heavy impasto technique lends vibrancy to the 
surface as this application makes the paint physically stand out and draws attention to the built 
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up highlights.154 Hoogstraten described this mode of painting with thick texture; 
“…perceptibility alone makes the objects appear closer and conversely that smoothness makes 
them recede.”155 Such “perceptibility,” or visual depth, is accomplished by emphatic rough 
brushwork as the light bounces off irregularities on the surface.  
However, “perceptibility” also takes another form, which is demonstrated from study of 
Jan van Eyck’s paintings. Annick Born and Maximiliaan Martens posit the dramatic luminosity 
of light and color found in his paintings is a result of his use of layered glazes.156 These layers 
allow light to pass through and reflect off the white preparatory layer of lead white.157 Perhaps 
van Eyck was credited with inventing oil painting because his observations of how light was 
reflected or absorbed by different materials allowed him to depict various objects in a convincing 
realistic manner.  
Along the same lines, Barbara Berrie suggests that the innovative paint handling and 
expanded palette of sixteenth- to seventeenth-century artists is responsible for their success in 
rendering vision.158 She describes how this was achieved through the exploitation of the full 
potential of the oil medium and its ability to take the physical form of impasted paint to 
translucent glaze.159 Smooth painting styles with imperceptible brushstrokes were achieved by 
drawing the textured wet paint to a close by lightly maneuvering a dry soft brush over the surface 
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of the painting.160 This technique reflects Angel’s advice: “neatness, i.e., a careful, smooth, and 
finely detailed manner of painting that must be coupled with a certain looseness to prevent 
lapsing into a stiff and tidy unpleasantness.”161 Both old solvents and diluents and new ones such 
as naphtha, which was mined starting in the sixteenth century, aided these textures, but the 
production of pigments at this time hold specific interest.162 To modern day viewers of paintings 
it seems that it would be common practice for artists to use a diverse range of color. However, 
the palette of available pigments was gradually expanding and the use of a spectrum of color was 
of topical importance especially concerning Dutch interest in optical effects. Angel asserted that 
rendering must “…be no less pleasant than natural in the minds of art lovers and must also 
arouse more desire for art while a true to life palette of colors makes our art appealing.”163 These 
“true to life colors” found in the expanded painter’s palettes allowed seventeenth-century artists 
to more faithfully portray the lemon’s numerous textures and colors. 
The manufacture of the materials that comprised these more diverse palettes was 
associated with other crafts. For example, lead tin and lead antimonite yellow were originally 
products from ceramic workshops that were used to make opacified glazes.164 In the sixteenth-
century the Ore Mountains were mined for mineral ores that were used to make yellow lead 
based pigments such as lead tin, lead antimony, and lead tin antimony based on lead antimony 
																																																								
160Wallert 1999, 87. 
 
161Philips Angel, Lof der schilder-konst (Leiden: Willem Christiaens, 1642) as cited in Sluijter 1991, 182. 
 
162Berrie 2015, 312. 
 
163Angel 1642, as cited in Sluijter, 1991, 183. 	
164Painters noted that the pigments were “difficult to grind fine:” Wallert 1999, 16; Berrie 2015, 330. 
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oxides.165 The first yellow layer of paint in Kalf’s orange and lemon is lead tin yellow; this 
pigment was also found in the yellow of the lemon on the foreground.166  
The lead tin yellow identified by Wallert in Kalf’s lemon was a predominately light toned 
and reliable pigment but it can have an intense color depending on the ratios of the ingredients 
and firing.167 It was made by heating a combination of red lead with tin oxide that after a few 
hours, produced a strong opaque lead tin oxide resulting in a warm canary yellow color that was 
one of the most stable and powerful pigments on the palette.168 It is a versatile pigment that can 
be worked into thick paint for raised impasto or used in thin, smooth layers. When painting 
lemons Dutch artists employed both techniques as described by Angel and Hoogstraten in their 
treatises on painting.169 The lemon in Jan Steen’s In Luxury, Beware is built with this perceptible 
texture. The loose brushwork shows the thick yellow paint on the rind and pith contrasted with 
the thin translucent yellow tones of the fruit.  
Another popular seventeenth-century pigment with roots in the ceramic industry is lead 
antimony oxide.170 Antimony has a long history, as it was used in pottery glazes from around 
1300 BC. Recipes for this pigment were not published in painting treatises but they are found in 																																																								
165The Ore Mountains were also known as the Erzgebirge Mountains. This mountain range forms a natural border 
between modern day Germany and the Czech Republic. According to directions on Google maps, it is an 
approximately six-day walk from these mountains to Amsterdam. Also, the yellow pigments were used 
interchangeably. Berrie 2015, 309. 
 
166Wallert 1999, 79. 
 
167Ibid, 15; Berrie 2015, 323. 
 
168The recipe was originally developed in the Flemish ceramic industry to produce yellow ceramic glazes: “Take 3 
lb. lead and 2 lb. of tin, calcinate this as one does with red lead. Do this three times, with some salt in the last. Add 2 
lb. of red lead and stir also for twelve house as with minium:” Antwerp Museum Plantin-Moretus, Ms 253, Traktaat 
om kleuren te bereiden; E. Vandamme, “Een 16e-eeuws Zuidnederlands receptenboek” Jaarboek van het Koninklijk 
Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen, (1974), 101-137 as cited in Wallert 1999, 15. 
 
169Ibid, 14. This pigment’s use declined by the early eighteenth century when more still life paintings contained 
pigments comprised predominantly of lead tin antimony compounds. See Angel 1642 as cited in Sluijter 1991, 182; 
Hochstrasser 2007, 78. 
 
170Berrie 2015, 323-324. 
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a seventeenth-century collection of glaze recipes.171 Potters adjusted proportions of tin, 
antimony, iron, and zinc to create a range of yellow hues, analogous to the ways in which 
painters mix pigments on their palettes; the addition of antimony to oil paint recipes resulted in a 
wide choice of deeper hued pigments.172 
The uppermost layer of Kalf’s Still Life with a Silver Jug contains yellow ochres with 
high proportions of silicium, arsenic, and sulfur, which is identified as orpiment.173 Orpiment 
was perhaps the most striking yellow pigment during the seventeenth century, produced from 
combining an oil medium with the “sparkling bright and lemon-yellow mineral As2S3.”174 
Although orpiment produces an opulent color under the right conditions, technical sources noted 
the significant risk of using the arsenic sulfide mineral. The luminosity of orpiment is best 
achieved when mixed with other yellow pigments due to its tendency to fade due to its uneven 
particle size.175 Kalf’s lemon, painted in cool lead tin yellow, was glazed with and organic 
yellow to enrich it with a warmer tone.176 This glaze is based on a calcium containing lake called 
yellow rhamnus that was commonly known as schiet yellow.177 This dyestuff was locally 
																																																								
171Cipriano Piccolpasso, The three books of the potter’s art which treat not only of the practice, but also briefly of 
all the secrets of this art, by Cipriano Piccolpasso of Castel Durante (1524-1579), facsimile ed. A. v.d. Put, B. 
Rackham, (London, 1934) as cited in Wallert 1999, 16; Berrie 2015, 324. This yellow pigment had largely 
disappeared from use and was reintroduced and widely used in craft in the early modern period. 
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173Wallert 1999, 79-80. 
 
174Ibid, 16; Elisabeth FitzHugh, “Orpiment and Realgar,” in Artists’ Pigments: A Handbook of Their History and 
Characteristics Vol. 3,” ed. Elisabeth FitzHugh, (Washington: National Gallery of Art, 1997), 51-52. 
 
175Ibid. 
 
176Wallert 1999, 80. 
 
177Ibid; Truusje Goedlings and Karin Groen, ‘“Schiet’ yellow or ‘schijt’ yellow?” Hamilton Kerr Institute Bulletin 2, 
(1994): 88-89. The yellow dyestuff extracted from plants to make this glaze was called schietgeel or schijtgeel. Geel 
translates to “yellow” and schiet translates to “shit.” It is used as a moniker for this pigment because the hue 
resembles that of excrement. An early seventeenth-century translator notes that schijtgeel actually translates to 
“shitten yellow” but in an attempt to remove any offense caused by this name, he labeled the pigment “sad yellow.” 
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produced in massive quantities at the Pekstok factory in Amsterdam, which possibly supplied the 
pigment used in Kalf’s still life.178  
These yellow pigments and techniques used by seventeenth-century Dutch artists allow 
modern viewers to further understand the broader contemporary culture surrounding these 
paintings. Hoogstraten’s widely acknowledged notion of “perceptibility” can be seen in Jan 
Steen’s application of paint that is analogous to Kalf’s technique. His utilization of contemporary 
still life techniques and formal qualities enable the lemon and roemer to be easily recognized as a 
still life. Through technical practice Steen’s still life reflects popular modes of rendering 
perception as he employs techniques advised in contemporaneous treatises. 
 
 	
 
 						
																																																																																																																																																																																		
The glaze also fades. Schieten is an abbreviation for verschieten meaning “fading” and in recent publications this 
classification of yellow glaze is translated to “fading” or “disappearing” yellow. The etymology is tricky here. Both 
words schietgeel and schijtgeel were in use for the same pigment in seventeenth-century but the former was 
precipitated onto chalk with added alum to reduce the fading that was typical of this pigment. The berries used to 
make the pigment, such as unripe buckthorn berries (Rhamnus catartica L.) are also called schijt-berries referring to 
their color. Still, the names of these berries are paradoxical-these berries cause constipation. For the next two 
centuries, the color was variously designated “Dutch pink, giallo santo, pink, and stil de grains. 
 
178Erma Hermens, Annemiek Ouwerkerk and Nicola Costaras, Looking through Paintings: The Study of Painting 
Techniques and Materials in Support of Art Historical research, (London: Archetype, 1998), 269-294. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
The lemons examined in this thesis have been interpreted as celebratory or cautionary 
portrayals of wealth, exotic and luxurious commodities, abundance, or transience and 
temperance. Westermann describes the combination of the themes of lavishness and vanitas as a 
reflection of the seventeenth-century Dutch mentality that delighted in their enormous prosperity 
with anxiety about the moral consequences of wealth.179 Hochstrasser echoes this idea and 
observes that genre paintings pick up the themes of vanitas in their general moralizing sense of 
temporality.180 As Jan Steen persistently, yet satirically, reminds the viewer, rampant luxury is 
the cause of domestic decay.181 Yet, the lemon at the edge of the painting offers the Dutch 
family, and presumed/ideal viewer by extension, a moment to pause and consider the choices 
between indulgence and moderation. However, as the lemon’s peel unravels and reveals its inner 
layers and segments, its symbolic power as a pictorial device becomes evident. The investigation 
of the lemon in art historical terms shows us that seventeenth-century visual discourse of lemons 
conveys a rich narrative.  
Seventeenth-century Dutch artists returned to the lemon over and again, creating a highly 
visible culture of citrus that gives expression to the peak of Dutch prosperity. To paraphrase 
Hochstrasser, the lemons in their paintings bring significance to still lifes and genre scenes as 
insignias of the trading power that effectively added zest to the quotidian ritual of eating and 																																																								
179Westermann 1996, 17. 
 
180Hochstrasser 1999, 81. 
 
181Chapman 1996, 167. 
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drinking.182 In paintings, the Mediterranean commodity indexes formidable economic forces 
central to the daily life of the Dutch. Lemons made their way into medical treatises and Dutch 
recipes and evoked mythological notions of the intricate nature of relationships and religious 
views of materialism and its effects on the Dutch family.  
The lemon occupies a privileged position with careful attentive rendering that shows the 
viewer the physical components of the objects in seventeenth-century Dutch paintings. These 
artists maximized rendered vision with the lemon by showing the entire composition of the fruit 
all at once - the nubby rind, spongy pith, the web of connective fibers that hold together the 
translucent glistening fruit and the woody seed were painted with an expanded palette, further 
evidence of the interest in portraying in the colorful textured world surrounding them down to 
the smallest detail. The illusionistic quality of the lemon connects painterly practice to symbolic, 
emblematic, mythological, religious, and real life meanings that appeal to the viewer and artist. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 																																																								
182Hochstrasser 2007, 82. 
	 48	
FIGURES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Jan Steen, In Luxury, Beware. 1663, Oil on Canvas, 1 x 1.4 m. 
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Figure 2: Jan Steen, Easy Come Easy Go. 1661, Oil on Canvas, 104 x 79 cm. 
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Figure 3: Willem Kalf, Still Life with Réchaud and Glass Decanter. Date and size unknown. 
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Figure 4: Willem Kalf, Still Life of Metal Plates with Fruit and Other Elements. c. 1645, Oil on 
Canvas, 97.8 x 83.8 cm. 
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Figure 5: Jan Jansz van de Velde, Still Life with Oysters and Roemer. 1657, Oil on Canvas 29.5 x 
37.5 cm. 
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Figure 6: Jan Jansz van de Velde, A 'Kraak' Porcelain Bowl Resting on a Pewter Plate with a 
Peeled Lemon, an Orange and Nuts Near a 'Roemer' on a Gilt Stand. Date unknown, Oil on 
Panel, 40.6 x 33.4 cm. 
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Figure 7: Pieter de Hooch, Figures in a Courtyard behind a House. c. 1663-1665, Oil on Canvas, 
60 x 45.7 cm. 
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Figure 8: Gerard Terborch, A Glass of Lemonade. c. 1664, Oil on Canvas, 73.7 x 61.6 cm. 
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Figure 9: Floris Claesz van Dijck, Still Life with Fruits, Nuts, and Cheese. 1613, Oil on Panel, 
66.6 x 95 cm. 
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Figure 10: Pieter Claesz, Tabletop Still Life with Mince Pie and Basket of Grapes. 1625, Oil on 
Panel, 42.5 × 74 cm. 
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Figure 11: Jan van Eyck and Hubert van Eyck, The Ghent Altarpiece. 1432, Oil on Wood, 3.4m 
x 4.6m. 
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Figure 12: Jan van Eyck and Hubert van Eyck, Detail of The Ghent Altarpiece. 1432, Oil on 
Wood, 3.4m x 4.6m. 
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Figure 13: Jan Steen, Detail of In Luxury, Beware. 1663, Oil on Canvas, 1 x 1.4 m. 
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Figure 14: Joachim Beuckelaer, Kitchen Scene with Christ at Emmaus. c. 1560-1565, Oil on 
Panel, 109.5 x 169 cm. 
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Figure 15: Jan Brueghel the Elder and Hendrick van Balen, Garland of Fruit around an Allegory 
of Agriculture. c. 1615, Oil on Wood, 106.3 x 69.9cm. 
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Figure 16: Osias Beert, Dishes with Oysters, Fruit, and Sweets by Candlelight. c. 1610, Oil on 
Wood, 50.8 x 61 cm. 
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Figure 17: Willem Claesz Heda, Still Life with a Roemer, A Fluted Wineglass, A Silver Goblet, A 
Blue and White Porcelain Bowl filled with Green Olives, A Partly Peeled Lemon and a Knife, All 
Arranged within a Stone Niche. 1649, Oil on Panel, 92 x 70 cm.
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Figure 18: Willem Kalf, Still life with a Silver Jug. c. 1655-1657, Oil on Canvas, 71.5 x 62 cm. 
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